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Normalizatio n in the Wake of th e 1968 Interventio n 

By Fred Ei dl in 

Introduction 

Lookin g back at what happene d in Czechoslovaki a in 1968, itha s longseeme d clear 
to mos t observers what happene d and why. Th e post-Januar y movemen t of reform 
and renewa l had posed a serious threa t to Soviet communis t orthodoxy , and thu s had 
to be stopped . Fo r eight months , th e Soviets tried various mean s to brin g th e Czecho -
slovak leadershi p to act decisively to brin g th e Situatio n unde r control . When this 
didn' t work the y launche d a militar y interventio n which , despit e certai n undesirabl e 
consequences , brough t abou t a speedy realizatio n of Soviet aims. Within a few years, 
Czechoslova k politic s had been thoroughl y "normalized , " i . e . , restore d to close con -
formit y with Soviet communis t orthodoxy . Virtually all resistanc e and Oppositio n had 
been neutralized . Almost all aspect s of th e Czechoslova k reform movemen t disturbin g 
Czechoslovakia' s allies had been reversed. AU leader s who symbolized th e "Prague 
Spring " had recante d or been replace d by obedien t executor s of th e Soviet policy. AU 
declaration s and th e resolution s proclaimin g th e interventio n to be illegal andunneces -
sary had been declare d nu l and void. Such result s mak e it har d to děn y th e success of 
Soviet policy. Th e Soviets had mad e clear what the y didn' t like durin g th e "Prague 
Spring " and , since all thi s change d after th e intervention , it looks like a straightforwar d 
čase of th e successful achievemen t of aims. 

However , presen t realit y and th e apparen t inevitabilit y of what actuall y happene d 
mak e Soviet policy look far mor e prescient , rational , coherent , successful and guided 
by long-rang e stratégy tha n it actuall y was. What actuall y happene d naturall y possesses 
a concretenes s and plausibilit y tha t othe r possible outcome s or variation s alon g th e 
causal chain canno t have had . Thi s make s it easy to overloo k th e substantia l bod y of 
evidenc e suggesting confusion , disunity , indecisivenes s and especially ambivalenc e 
amon g Soviet decision maker s abou t ho w to deal with Czechoslovakia . I t also make s 
it easy to forget, or at least underestimate , th e significance of th e initia l failure of th e 
interventio n to achieve its aims, as well as th e stumbling , ad ho c natur e of Soviet policy 
in Czechoslovaki a durin g th e month s following th e intervention . Seen throug h th e 
lens of a "normalized " Czechoslovakia , however , th e outcom e appear s as a quick 
realizatio n of predetermine d Soviet polic y aims. 

Fewpeopl e nowaday s even remembe r tha t th e invasion of August21st, 1968, failed 
to achieve its immediat e aims x . N o puppe t governmen t emerge d an d virtually th e 

1 E i d 1 i n , Fred : The Initia l Politica l Failur e of the Warsaw Pact Interventio n in Czechoslova -
kia of 21 August 1968. East Centra l Europ e 5 (1978) 245-266. 
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entire population of Czechoslovakia and its ruling institutions spontaneously mobiliz-
ed into a coordinated, non-violent resistance movement, which the uninvited foreign 
troops were unable to bring under control, despite the overwhelming force at their 
disposal. After two days of unsuccessful ad hoc attempts to establish a new party and 
governmental authority, the very leaders who had been arrested on August 21 st were 
returned to power. It is also usually forgotten how long and arduous the process was 
by which the reform movement was reversed. In fact, for at least the first seven 
months, apart from being a crushing blow to national pride and morale, occupation 
had far less impact than had been generally anticipated. Not only did the reformist 
leadership remain in power, virtually intact, but in many ways the reform movement 
continued almost as if there had been no military intervention. The Soviets could not 
seem to break the influence of the reformists and bring about the kind of "normaliza-
tion" of the Situation they apparently desired. 

If Soviet policy had aimed simply at crushing the reform movement, this could 
easily have been accomplished by means of a conventional occupation regime. Ob-
viously, however, this was not what Soviet policy makers had in mind. The "Prague 
Spring" and the various attempts to contain it can be fruitfully seen as but one episode 
in a continuing crisis of the Soviet power systém in Eastern Europe. The leaderships 
of the East European Communist states have all been facing different variations of the 
same deep and persistent dilemma since the death of Stalin. Although the regime they 
inherited from Stalin was fundamentally unstable, some of the very features contribut-
ing to this instability belong to the cement that holds together both the Soviet alliance 
systém and the Soviet-type regime itself. Thus, although it has long been clear to the 
ruling elites of these states that systemic reform is absolutely necessary to overcome 
the endemic instability of this type of regime, such systemic reform has also been seen 
as threatening the very foundations of their power and of the Soviet alliance systém in 
Europe2. 

It is thus important to recognize and understand the profound ambivalence of the 
Soviet Union and its orthodox allies concerning the Czechoslovak reform move-
ment3. Without a doubt, this movement represented a serious threat to them. Never-
theless, the leaderships of Czechoslovakia's allies were also well aware that this very 
same movement responded to a profound crisis of legitimacy threatening the very 
foundations of the Communist regime in Czechoslovakia. 

Certainly, by the time of the 1968 intervention, Soviet aims must be seen as includ-
ing the promotion of stable and viable regimes which would be faithful and reliable 
allies. The Czechoslovak reform movement held out real hope that the severe social, 
economic and political problems endangering the stability of the regime might at last 

2 H u t c h i n g s , Robert L.: Soviet-East European Relations: Consolidation and Conflict. 
University of Wisconsin Press, Madison 1987, 18-20. 

3 In addition to my book The Logic of "Normalization": The Soviet Intervention in Czecho-
slovakia of 21 August and the Czechoslovak Response. Columbia University Press and East 
European Monographs, New York/Boulder 1980 (especially chapter 4), see also my Misper-
ception, Ambivalence, and Indecision in Soviet Policy-making: The Case of the 1968 Inva-
sion of Czechoslovakia. In: Conflict 5 (1984) No. 2, 89-117. 
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be solved, and thu s vital interest s of th e Soviet Unio n protected . I t was thu s exceed-
ingly difficult for th e Soviet leadershi p to mak e up its collective min d whethe r to 
regard th e Czechoslova k reformis t leadershi p and th e entir e movemen t of reform and 
renewa l as problé m or Solution . Thi s help s explain th e errati c oscillation s in Soviet 
policy durin g th e "Prague Spring " between brutalit y and intransigenc e on th e on e 
han d an d understandin g and conciliatio n on th e othe r hand . Evidenc e of a lack of clar-
ity, unity , and decisiveness on th e par t of th e Soviet Unio n persisted no t only through -
ou t th e "Pragu e Spring", bu t also durin g th e month s immediatel y following th e inva-
sion 4. 

Th e tragéd y of what happene d in 1968 is tha t onc e an interventio n had been launch -
ed as an act of "friendship and brotherl y assistance" , it simply could no t be allowed to 
remai n on recor d as a crime , a failure and a mistake . Onc e carrie d out , it had to mad e 
to appea r motivate d by high principles , necessary , and successful. Fo r it no t to appea r 
in thi s light in th e longter m run would have posed far greater danger s to th e stability 
of th e Soviet power systém tha n anythin g tha t had been going on durin g th e "Prague 
Spring". Moreover , it is precisely because th e "normalization " proces s in Czechoslo -
vakia represente d such a profoun d and irrationa l denia l of reform tendencie s ripenin g 
in all th e East Europea n Communis t states, includin g th e Soviet Union , tha t th e 
"Prague Spring " and its repressio n have remaine d so exceedingly sensitive in these 
countries , even at thi s writin g in mid-1988 , when all kind s of politica l tabu s have fallen 
in th e atmospher e of Glasnost. 

Thi s articl e reexamine s th e widely forgotte n initia l stages of "normalization, " 
durin g which Soviet policy was in considerabl e disarra y in tryin g to com e to grips with 
these multipl e dilemma s in th e chaotic , emotionally-charge d statě of affairs in post-in -
vasion Czechoslovakia . 

The Incongruity ofthe Occupation During Alexander Dubcek's Tenure 
as First Secretary ofthe Communist Party of Czechoslovakia (CPCz) 

Several aspect s of th e politica l Situatio n in Czechoslovaki a seemed strikingly incon -
gruou s in light of th e fact tha t th e countr y had been invaded and remaine d occupied . 
Fo r example : 

Little Change in the Reformist Leadership: Th e Czechoslova k leadershi p remaine d 
essentially th e same as it had been before intervention , despit e th e fact tha t Dubče k 
and several othe r reformist s at th e top of th e leadershi p had been arreste d and blame d 
for th e statě of affairs tha t had allegedly mad e interventio n necessary 5. Durin g 
Dubcek' s tenur e as Firs t Secretar y onl y a small numbe r of officials were remove d 
from thei r function s and , in mos t cases, ther e was some obvious reason for Soviet 

4 See, e. g. L ö w e n t h a l , Richard : The Sparro w in the Cage. In : Encounte r (1969) Nr . 1, 
87. 

5 See, for example Defenc e of Socialism: The Highest Internationa l Duty . Pravda (Moscow ) 
22 August 1968. Complet e text in English in R e m i n g t o n , Robin A. (ed.) : Winter in Pra-
gue. Document s on Czechoslova k Communis m in Crisis. M.I.T . Press, Cambridge , MA 
1969. 
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dissatisfactio n with these individual s apar t from thei r enthusiasti c advocac y of re-
formist ideas. Indeed , durin g thi s perio d th e patter n emerged tha t wheneve r a note d 
reformis t was remove d from an importan t positio n no t onl y was he replace d by some -
on e eise with acceptabl e reformis t credentials , but th e replacemen t of a note d pro -
Soviet conservativ e would be announce d at th e same time . I t was onl y after Dubcek' s 
replacemen t as Firs t Secretar y tha t massive and systemati c purges began, which 
eventuall y reache d down to th e lowest levels of th e Communis t Part y and th e bureau -
cracie s of th e State and mass organizations . 

Embarrassing Facts for the Soviets: Th e Warsaw Pac t interventio n had been con -
demne d in official resolution s of Czechoslova k Communis t Part y and State bodie s and 
mass organization s at all levels, from th e Presidiu m of th e Party' s Centra l Committe e 
to th e government , Nationa l Assembly, Nationa l Fron t on down . These condemna -
tion s remaine d on th e record . Durin g Dubcek' s tenur e as Firs t Secretary , th e interven -
tion was neithe r legalized no r justified. Furthermore , in announcin g th e entr y of allied 
troop s int o Czechoslovakia , th e Soviets had claime d to be respondin g to an appea l for 
assistance from "leading Czechoslova k Part y and statě representatives. " Yet no t a 
single on e of these was name d or identifie d himsel f for years after intervention . Thi s 
State of affairs mus t have been exceedingly embarrassin g to th e Soviets, but it was no t 
unti l after Dubcek' s replacemen t tha t a gradua l proces s began, which eventuall y led to 
retroactive , official legalization and justificatio n of th e interventio n and repea l of all 
condemnation s of it. 

Unde r Dubče k no t onl y did th e interventio n remai n on recor d as illegal and 
unjustified , bu t th e Party' s official analysis of th e pre-invasio n politica l Situatio n cam e 
nowher e nea r to suggesting tha t interventio n had been necessary . To be sure, th e leader -
ship admitte d tha t it had mad e mistakes , tha t ther e ha d indee d been some disturbin g 
aspect s of th e pre-invasio n Situation , and tha t it had underestimate d th e concer n of its 
allies. O n balance , however , post-January , pre-invasio n development s continue d to 
be represente d as far mor e positive tha n negative, certainl y well unde r th e Party' s con -
tro l and (by clear implication ) in n o way requirin g foreign intervention 6. 

Media Retain Reformist Character: I t is well know n tha t th e uncensore d Czecho -
slovak mass medi a represente d a major sourc e of alarm for th e Soviets. And, in th e 
secret protoco l signed in Mosco w on August 26th , th e Czechoslova k leadershi p 
agreed to take Steps to rectify th e Situation . In th e words of th e Mosco w Protocol , "a 
series of priorit y measures " were to be implemente d "to contro l th e medi a so tha t the y 
ma y fully serve th e cause of socialism, and to pu t an end to th e anti-socialis t feeling 
expressed by th e radio , th e television an d certai n organization s which have take n up 
definit e anti-socialis t positions. " 

6 See, e. g. Dubcek' s addresses to the Novembe r 1968 and Januar y 1969 plena of the Centra l 
Committe e of the CPCz : Projev A. Dubčeka . In : Rudé právo 15 Novembe r 1968; 18 Januar y 
1968. -  Hlavn í úkoly strany v nejbližším období . Resoluce listopadovéh o pléna . In : Rudé 
právo 19 Novembe r 1968. -  See also E i d l i n , Fred : The Novembe r Plenum . Radio Free 
Europ e Research , Czechoslovaki a 1968, No . 50. 
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... Part y and statě organ s will watch over the cleansin g proces s of th e press, 
rádio and television , by mean s of ne w laws and ordinances . In view of th e abnor -
ma l Situation , th e executio n of these tasks will requir e certai n temporar y meas-
ures so tha t th e governmen t ma y energeticall y repress all anti-socialis t intrigue , 
whethe r individua l or collective . An overhau l of senio r personne l in th e press, 
rádio and television will be inevitable 7. 

In fact, restriction s on th e mass medi a were announce d and actuall y implemente d 
and some senio r personne l were relieved of thei r functions . Unde r Dubček , guideline s 
were given to th e mass medi a informin g the m of what the y could no t write or broad -
cast. Offendin g publication s were given penaltie s rangin g from fines to Suspensio n 
and even termination . But th e restriction s impose d were no t severe, and th e applica -
tion of penaltie s was restrained . N o thorough-goin g purges of th e mass medi a were 
carrie d out , and the y thu s remaine d preponderantl y staffed by reform-minde d per -
sonnel . Despit e th e restriction s impose d on them , th e medi a remaine d lively an d criti -
cal. I t was onl y after Dubcek' s politica l demise tha t preliminar y censorshi p was rein -
stitute d and tha t th e mass medi a were thoroughl y purged an d placed in th e hand s of 
hardlin e orthodo x ideologues . 

Status ofthe Party Congresses: I t has been widely speculate d tha t a major reason why 
th e interventio n too k place when it did was to preven t th e Extraordinar y 14th Con -
gress of th e CPC z from beginnin g as schedule d on Septembe r 9th . Th e Soviet leader -
ship had oppose d th e holdin g of th e Congres s from th e very outset , an d was concerne d 
abou t preparation s for it, and especially abou t its likely results 8. Since th e Congres s 
was expecte d to eliminat e from th e CPC z leadershi p thos e mos t in sympath y with 
Soviet positions 9, th e Soviets faced a choic e of intervenin g before th e Congress , or 
acceptin g th e prospec t of a complet e and legitimat e take-ove r of th e CPC z by refor-
mist elements 10. 

On e of th e mos t explicit provision s of th e Mosco w Protoco l was a declaratio n of th e 
Presidiu m of th e Centra l Committe e of th e CPC z tha t th e "so-calle d Fourteent h Con -
gress of th e Communis t Party , meetin g on 22nd August . . . was in breac h of Part y Sta-
tute s . . . and is . . . invalid, " and tha t an extraordinar y congres s would be summone d 
only "after th e Situatio n in th e Part y and th e countr y had been normalized " n . To be 

7 T ig r id , Pavel: Czechoslovakia : A Post Morte m II . Survey (1970) 74/76 . 
8 L i t t e 11, Rober t (ed.) : The Czech Black Book. Prepare d by the Institut e of Histor y of the 

Czechoslova k Academy of Sciences . Praeger , Ne w York 1969, 125-130. 
9 O s t r ý , Antonín : Československý problém . Index , Cologn e 1972, 170. 
0 Accordin g to Josef Smrkovský, one of the leading reformist s in the Czechoslova k leadership 

in 1968 and 1969, no t only was the 14th Congres s the determinin g factor for the date of the 
invasion, but it was the principá l and decisive reason for the decision to resort to military in-
tervention . Smrkovský , Josef: Významné svědectví. (Josef Smrkovský o roce 1968). In : 
Listy (1975) No . 2. Or, as Ostrý puts it, "the approachin g 14th Congress gave no hopes for the 
poin t of view the USSR was f orcin g upon us . . . (Fro m this the poin t of view) the interventio n 
appear s a rescue which came long after the eleventhhour. " In : O s t r ý 1972, 16, 156, 170. 

1 Fo r an analysis of how the Congress assembled unde r the condition s of the occupatio n and 
how the Congres s influence d the politica l Situatio n after the invasion see E id l i n 1980, 
226-239. 
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sure, th e congres s was no t recognize d as valid, but even thos e electe d at th e Congres s 
to position s of leadershi p had regarde d its result s as provisional . I t is significant tha t 
the leadershi p electe d at th e Congres s dissolved itself onl y after negotiation s with 
Dubče k concernin g concret e condition s unde r which th e Mosco w Protoco l would be 
acceptable . In additio n to cooptatio n to th e CPC z Centra l Committe e of an adequat e 
numbe r of member s of th e Centra l Committe e electe d at th e "invalid" Congress , 
thos e member s of th e Presidiu m who had compromise d themselve s by collaboratin g 
with th e occupatio n wouldhav e to beremove d from tha t body. Any necessar y change s 
in th e governmen t and mass medi a would have to be handle d in such a way tha t thos e 
replace d would be replace d by less well known , but no less reliable adherent s of re-
form. Th e 14th Congres s would have to be held promptly , and negotiation s regardin g 
th e vvithdrawal of foreign troop s would have to begin withou t delay. No t only were 
these condition s accepte d by Dubče k in essence but , as th e recor d shows, the y were, 
for the mos t part , adhere d to unti l after th e chang e of leadershi p in April, 196912. 
Th e delegates who participate d in th e "invalid" Congres s -  so muc h anathem a to 
the Soviets -  were even thanke d by Dubče k at th e Centra l Committe e Plenu m of 
31 August 1968 for having greatly contribute d to th e authorit y of th e Part y throug h 
thei r actions 1 3. 

Furthermore , th e validity of th e Extraordinar y Congres s of th e Communis t Part y 
of Slovakia which , like its Czechoslova k counterpart , had opene d unde r clandestin e 
conditions : was no t challenged . And, throughou t th e Septembe r 1968 to April 1969 
period , th e Part y leadershi p seemed firmly committe d to convokin g a constituen t con -
gress of th e Communis t Part y in th e Czec h land s as soon as possible to serve as a 
counterpar t to th e Slovák Party , and to conven e th e Extraordinar y Czechoslova k 
Part y Congres s withou t to o muc h delay. Since th e delegate s to bot h of these congres -
ses would have been th e same as thos e who had assembled at th e invalidate d Congres s 
on August 22nd , th e outloo k for reform migh t have seemed encouragin g u . Althoug h 
it is tru e tha t in th e following month s th e Soviets would no t give th e go ahea d for eithe r 
of these Congresses , unde r Dubče k th e aim of holdin g the m in th e nea r futur e was 
never abandoned . 

Programmatic Reform: Examinin g th e Speeche s of th e to p Czechoslova k leadershi p 
and the programmati c Statement s of th e country' s rulin g bodie s in th e month s follow-
ing the invasion , on e gains theimpressio n tha t th e leadershi p had notreall y abandon -
ed any of th e fundamenta l principle s of its reform program . To be sure, all program -
mati c Statement s of th e post-invasio n perio d take notic e tha t th e comple x realitie s of 
the post-invasio n Situatio n necessitate d a slower pace of reform . A mor e alarme d atti -
tud e towar d "anti-socialist " tendencie s in society is apparent , and in generál , greater 

H e j z 1 a r , Zdeněk : Reform-Kommunismus . Zur Geschicht e der Kommunistische n Parte i 
der Tschechoslowakei . Europäisch e Verlagsanstalt, Cologne/Frankfur t 1976, 290-291. -
Smrkovsk ý 1975,22-23 . 
Útva r svodné informac e plánu a řízení . O zasedán í ústředníh o výboru KSČ dne 31. srpna 
1968. Pro členy a aktiv KV a OV KSČ a KSS vydal Útvar svodné informac e plánu a řízení ÚV 
KSČ v září 1968, 13 (for interna l Part y information) . 
Rok šedesátý osmý v usneseníc h a dokumentec h ÚV KSČ (RSO) . Prague 1969, 311. 
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effort is mad e to calm Soviet 15 fears. Nevertheless , durin g thi s perio d th e Part y does 
not , as yet, appea r to have abandone d an y of its fundamenta l reform principles . 

Whethe r or no t these impression s are correc t depend s on two sets of questions : Firs t 
of all, what were th e fundamenta l principle s of reform of th e CPCz , and , second , to 
which of these principle s were th e Soviets unequivocall y opposed ? Since I do no t be-
lieve a clear answer can be given to eithe r of these questions , it is exceedingly difficult 
to determin e th e exten t to which th e programmati c reform tha t survived at least Dub -
cek's perio d of leadershi p was really incongruous . 

Throughou t Dubcek' s tenur e (an d even after) , th e Part y leadershi p remaine d 
unequivocall y committe d to thei r Party' s "post-January " policies . Th e problé m for 
ou r analysis lies in discoverin g an y concret e or fixed meanin g for this notion , since it 
cam e to mea n so man y different thing s to so man y different peopl e throughou t 1968 
and 1969. As Antoni n Kurin a wrot e in Marc h 1969: "Januar y is endorse d by progres -
sives, conservative s and reactionaries , rightist s and leftists, peopl e of th e centr e and I 
do no t kno w what eise the y call themselve s or ho w we Christe n them . And who would 
dare speak differentl y in public ? H e would be booe d and throw n out . " 1 6 

Mos t analysts have taken th e Action Progra m adopte d at th e April 1968 Plenu m of 
th e Communis t Party' s Centra l Committee 1 7 as a standar d against which to measur e 
th e statu s of programmati c reform in Czechoslovaki a after th e invasion . I t is not , 
however , a particularl y satisfactor y standard . 

Th e Action Program was drafte d and accepte d by th e Part y early in 1968 as a kind 
of first draft of a reform program . I t had no t been subjected to th e test of experience . 
At th e time , th e Part y leadershi p could have had n o way of foreseein g ho w th e Situa-
tion migh t develop . As th e Resolutio n of th e Novembe r Plenu m of th e Centra l 
Committe e pu t it: 

Th e Party' s Action Program , following th e conclusion s of th e April Plenu m 
becam e th e first integrate d step towar d formatio n of th e Party' s furthe r cours e of 
action . Th e Action Progra m did not , and understandabl y could not , give an 
immediat e answer to all question s and to a numbe r of question s it coul d no t even 
give complet e an d absolutel y precise answers 1 8. 

I t was therefor e regarde d onl y as basic Part y polic y for th e immediat e future . As an 
ope n progra m it would be tried ou t theoreticall y and in practice , correcte d where 
necessar y and develope d furthe r in accordanc e with th e decision s of th e CPC z CC , in 
such a way tha t at a regulär congres s of th e Part y an integrate d Part y policy coul d be 
approved , which would correspon d to th e stage alread y reache d in th e generá l pro -
gress of socialism in th e CSSR . 

Admittedl y thi s resolutio n was compose d unde r th e shado w of foreign troops , 

15 Her e and in man y places throughou t this paper , "Soviets" should be understoo d as includin g 
those leaders and decision makers in the othe r states participatin g in the invasion who shared 
Soviet concerns . 

16 K u r i n a , Antoni n in: Smena 14 Marc h 1969. 
17 Akční program komunistick é strany Československa přijatý na plenární m zasedán í ÚV KSČ 

dne 5. dubna 1968. Svoboda, Prague 1968. 
18 Hlavn í úkoly (1968). -  Fo r an inquir y into the extent to which the Novembe r Plenu m repre-

sented compromis e of the Party' s post-Januar y policies see E i d 1 i n 1968, 50. 
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but it does in fact articulat e a poin t of view implici t in Part y policy even before th e 
intervention . 

I t shoul d be recognize d that , despit e th e great hope s awakene d by th e Action Pro -
gram, th e Part y leadershi p would probabl y have had to qualify, modif y and even 
retrea t from aspect s of it even had ther e been n o intervention . On e of th e primar y 
objectives of th e Action Progra m at th e tim e it was pu t forward was to attrac t th e 
widest possible suppor t for a severely discredite d Party . I t sought to establish and 
maintai n th e "leadin g role of th e Party " by presentin g an attractiv e politica l program , 
thu s winnin g freely-given support . Th e part y offered thi s progra m in an atmospher e 
of impatien t desire for reform , in which th e belief was widespread tha t th e Soviet 
Unio n had change d enoug h since its 1956 interventio n in Hungar y tha t it would no t 
block such reform by force . To trea t th e Action Progra m as a fixed ma p of CPC z 
policie s would be somewha t analogou s to takin g literally Speeche s from th e thron e in 
British Commonwealt h countrie s or th e platform s of U.S . politica l parties . I t would 
be to ignore th e fundamentall y open , politica l characte r of th e Action Program . 

A delegatio n of th e Czechoslova k leadershi p heade d by Dubče k was informe d on 
Octobe r 4th tha t th e Action Progra m was "actuall y an incorrec t programmati c docu -
ment" 1 9 . Nevertheless , th e Part y leadershi p did no t really abando n it. To be sure, th e 
Action Progra m was no t mentione d as frequently , no r was it referred to as represent -
ing th e curren t framewor k of Part y policy. But non e of its principle s were explicitly 
repudiate d and it continue d to serve as a poin t of reference . 

Moreover , it is no t clear tha t th e Soviets were unequivocall y oppose d to th e Action 
Program . No r is it clear just which concret e aspect s the y oppose d an d ho w seriously. 
To be sure, as has been widely note d in th e literatuře , several aspect s of th e Action 
Progra m obviously ran against th e grain of orthodo x Soviet-typ e Communis t prin -
ciples. I t is also tru e tha t mos t of th e importan t programmati c reform s of th e Action 
progra m were subsequentl y abandoned , reversed, or draine d of substance . Yet, th e 
relevan t evidenc e suggests tha t th e Soviet leadershi p was fundamentall y ambivalen t 
and undecide d abou t th e Action Progra m an d seriously divided as to which aspect s (if 
any) of it shoul d give cause for alarm . 

As H . G . Skilling point s out , th e Soviet newspaper , Pravda, on April 30th in its 
first füll articl e dealin g with Czechoslovaki a gave a positive appraisa l of th e Action 
Program 2 0 . Smrkovský states tha t in discussion s held between Czechoslova k and 
Soviet leader s on Ma y 4th th e Soviets had expressed some reservation s abou t th e 
Action Program , but th e sense of these reservation s was tha t th e Czechoslova k 
leadershi p was allegedly insufficientl y clear abou t what it wanted 2 1 . Moreover , as 
Zdeně k Hejzla r point s out 2 2 , despit e thei r undeniabl e uneasines s abou t th e Czecho -

19 M l y n á ř , Zdeněk : Nachtfrost : Erfahrunge n auf dem Weg vom realen zum menschliche n 
Sozialismus. Europäisch e Verlagsanstalt, Cologne/Frankfur t 1978. 

20 Sk i l l ing , H . Gordon : Czechoslovakia' s Interrupte d Revolution . Princeto n Universit y 
Press, Princeton , N J 1976,250. 

21 Smrkovsk ý 1975,8. 
22 He jz l a r 1976,229. 
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slovak reform movement , unti l after th e invasion th e Soviet leadershi p neverpublkly 
criticize d th e Action Program , th e compositio n of th e Czechoslova k leadershi p or th e 
decision s ofth e Communis t Party' s Centra l Committe e and its Presidium . Finally , it 
mus t be note d tha t in most , if no t all, th e areas of reform addresse d by th e Action Pro -
gram, similar reform s coul d be foun d in othe r Warsaw Pac t states which represente d 
at least as radica l departure s from orthodo x Soviet politica l norms . 

Th e Czechoslova k respons e to th e August interventio n hardene d Soviet attitude s 
towar d the Czechoslova k reform program . Th e Soviets had expecte d th e leaders , insti -
tution s and populatio n of Czechoslovaki a to acquiesc e in th e occupatio n of thei r coun -
try 2 3 . Th e dramati c failure of these expectations 24 mus t have drawn Soviet attentio n to 
the obvious relationship s between man y of th e principle s enshrine d in th e Action Pro -
gram and th e Czechoslova k respons e to th e intervention . I t does no t follow from this , 
however , tha t th e Soviets had a clear pictur e of ho w muc h of th e Action Progra m 
would be allowed, let alon e tha t it would have to be roUe d back as far as it eventuall y 
was. Primar y Soviet concer n was clearly with mor e fundamenta l matter s tha n which 
specific reform s would be allowed. These will be dealt with below. 

I t shoul d be useful to not e some of th e areas of programmati c reform in which pro -
gress surprisingly continue d to be mad e despit e th e occupation 2 5. Fo r example , plan s 
for federalizatio n of Czechoslovaki a were implemented , despit e th e fact tha t thi s 
initiativ e was th e result of nationalis t pressure s from th e Slovaks. Rehabilitatio n of in-
dividuals unjustl y persecute d in th e early years of th e Communis t regime also contin -
ued and was given wide publicity . Ne w institutiona l arrangement s were established 
providin g for a less dictatoria l relationshi p between th e Communit y Part y and th e 
othe r social and politica l organization s comprisin g th e Nationa l Front . To be sure, 
ther e was a slowing down of some reform s and postponemen t (which in some cases 
turne d ou t eventuall y to mea n abandonment ) of others . And yet, in assessing th e 
overall Situation , it should beremembere d no t onl y tha t Czechoslovaki a was occupied , 
but tha t th e pre-invasio n ideals of th e reformist s had been very high and no t guarantee -
ing of realizatio n even had ther e been no invasion . 

Survival of Reform throughout Society: Th e post -  Januar y 1968 reform movemen t in 
Czechoslovaki a began with th e Communis t Part y and th e Part y remaine d in th e fore-
fron t of th e movemen t up to th e tim e of th e intervention . However , n o adequat e cha -
racterizatio n of th e reform movemen t coul d fail to take accoun t of what was going on 
outsid e th e orchestratio n and directio n ofth e Part y leadership . Th e social and politi -
cal development s usually seen as belongin g to th e reform movemen t develope d a 
momentů m of thei r own. In man y cases specific Part y and governmen t measure s con -
tribute d to , shape d and guided developments . Fo r example , machiner y had to be 
set in motio n to prepar e th e legislation bringin g abou t federalization , economi c 

2 3 Hejzlar , citing Oldřich Černí k as his authority , report s tha t the Soviets expected over 50 % 
of the populatio n to welcome the interventio n enthusiastically . H e j z l a r 1976, 248 ff. 

24 See, e. g. E id l i n 1978 and E id l i n 1980. 
2 5 Fo r more detailed discussion see Kus in , Vladimir V.: Fro m Dubče k to Charte r 77: 

A Study of "Normalization " in Czechoslovaki a 1968-1978. Q Press, Edinburg h 1978. 
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reforms , and rehabilitatio n of th e unjustl y persecuted . Yet, to a significant extent , th e 
Part y and governmen t were respondin g to initiative s from outsid e and were influenc -
ed, advised, pressured , an d carrie d alon g by debate s and development s going on eithe r 
outsid e th e Part y and governmen t or within th e Part y and governmen t but outsid e the 
immediat e contro l and supervision of th e to p leadership . 

In countles s othe r cases development s belongin g to th e 1968 reform movemen t 
were no t th e result s of official initiatives . The y simply emerge d in th e post -  Januar y 
politica l atmosphere . Development s in th e mass medi a provid e an excellen t Illustra -
tion . Th e censors , who ha d closely controlle d th e flow of Informatio n unde r th e old 
regime , simply stoppe d exercising thei r functions . Journalist s and editor s the n began 
to prin t and broadcas t whatever Informatio n the y considere d appropriate . Ne w organ -
ization s spran g up throughou t Czechoslova k society and old organizations , pre -
viously unde r strict Communis t Part y supervision began to rejuvenat e and reorganiz e 
themselves . 

It would be a vast undertakin g to describe all th e significant areas in which reform 
was takin g place , since what is at issue her e is a society-wid e transformation . Even 
Skilling's monumenta l 900-page work barely Scratche s th e surface of what was happen -
ing throughou t Czechoslova k society. AU thi s is importan t to keep in mind , since 
mos t appearance s tha t th e interventio n had change d little fall int o thi s category . As 
with programmati c reform , it is difficult to determin e clearly just which aspect s or 
component s of thi s many-facete d proces s of social transformatio n th e Soviets oppose d 
unequivocally . Here , to , Soviet Unio n policy was ambivalent , undecide d and largely 
uninforme d abou t th e Situation . 

To effect change s in thi s category , it was no t enoug h for th e Part y leadershi p to 
mak e change s in Part y policy. Individuai s throughou t society had to be persuade d or 
coerce d to go alon g with and help to implemen t such changes , or the y had to be replac -
ed by othe r individuals . I t was here , as we will see, tha t th e crux of th e problé m lay for 
th e Soviets as well as for th e Czechoslova k leadership . 

Soviet Aims and Objectives and the Constraints on their Realization 

I am well aware tha t th e foregoin g sketche s of apparen t incongruitie s in th e post-in -
vasion politica l Situatio n in Czechoslovakia , presen t a skewed, incomplet e pictur e of 
what was happening . In focusing on thos e aspect s of th e Situatio n which surprisingly 
seemed unchange d despit e th e invasion , I have largely neglecte d th e importan t politi -
cal change s takin g place durin g Dubcek' s final month s as leader of th e CPCz , th e 
relentles s grindin g down of th e politica l foundation s of th e reform movemen t and th e 
concomitan t reconstructio n of a politica l base for th e faithful supporter s of Soviet 
policy in Czechoslovakia . Thi s is th e story tha t is usually told , th e story of ho w th e 
winner s won and ho w and why the y had been boun d from th e outse t to win 2 6 . 

Despit e th e importanc e (an d in a sense primacy ) of thi s othe r story, ther e is con -
siderable value in examinin g th e constraint s on Soviet policy in post-invasio n Czecho -

See, e. g. T igr i d , Pavel: La chut ě irrésistible d'Alexandre Dubček . Calmann-Levy , Paris 
1969.- Kusi n 1978,7-65. - Ski l l in g 1976,813-823 . 
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slovakia. Thi s ma y help us to understan d bette r th e characte r of Soviet policy in 
Easter n Europ e mor e generally and th e kind s of constraint s to which it is subject. 
Furthermore , exploratio n of th e resilienc e of reformis m unde r th e pressure of "nor -
malization " ma y yield insight int o what lies beneat h th e surface of Czechoslova k poli-
tics up to th e presen t day and , mor e generally, int o th e forces driving th e proces s of 
restructurin g in all th e Europea n Communis t states . 

Th e Soviet Unio n was clearly capabl e of destroyin g Czechoslovaki a or of bringin g 
abou t th e change s it desired by imposin g martia l law or any on e of a numbe r of con -
ceivable policie s involving force . Some analysts have suggested tha t th e Soviets could 
no t afford to emplo y such drasti c measure s because of th e foreign polic y consequence s 
the y would have entailed 27. Yet, I believe it is a mistak e to identif y foreign polic y con -
sequence s as th e as th e principá l set of constraint s on Soviet policy. As suggested 
above, th e Soviets expecte d thei r forces to be welcome d enthusiastically . Fro m th e 
Soviet poin t of view, th e entr y of allied troop s ont o Czechoslova k territor y was no t a 
foreign invasion or occupation , but simply a show of force to provid e back-u p for 
politica l forces sympatheti c to th e Soviet poin t of view to organiz e and do what the y 
had long considere d necessar y but had no t been able to do because ofth e dependenc y 
of th e post-Januar y regime upo n populä r support . Th e interventio n was to serve a 
functio n analogou s to U.S . Presiden t Eisenhower' s dispatchin g troop s to Littl e Roc k 
and Presiden t Kennedy' s dispatchin g troop s to Birmingham . In bot h these cases, as 
was also clearly intende d in th e Czechoslova k čase, the purpos e of militar y force was 
to lend support , bot h symbolic and operational , to thos e forces representin g th e "true 
interest s of society". To be sure, since th e legitimat e authoritie s of th e Czechoslova k 
Republi c had no t consente d to th e entr y of thei r allies' troop s and , after it too k place , 
had characterize d it as "a denia l of th e basic norm s of internationa l law" 2 8 , thi s actio n 
was clearly an illegal foreign invasion . But these facts, as well as th e apparentl y 
unanimou s Czechoslova k rejectio n of th e interventio n were, from th e Soviet poin t of 
view, accidenta l outcome s which were no t expecte d and shoul d no t have been allowed 
by th e Czechoslova k leadershi p to happen 2 9 . 

Th e recor d of Soviet behavio r from th e early hour s of th e interventio n and through -
ou t th e month s and years tha t f ollowed, shows a stubborn , singleminde d determinatio n 
on th e par t of th e Soviet leadershi p to facilitat e th e coalescenc e of a Czechoslova k 
leadershi p group which coul d be truste d but which , at th e same time , would be capabl e 
of rulin g by politica l and administrativ e means . 

AU evidenc e point s to great Soviet reluctanc e to actuall y apply force . N o doubt , 
if violent resistanc e had broke n out , it would have been pu t down by force . If th e 
Situatio n in Czechoslovaki a ha d appeare d headin g for a complet e and irrevocabl e 
Soviet fiasco, some form of Soviet militar y rule migh t have been temporaril y establish-
ed. But even at th e heigh t of th e non-violen t populä r resistanc e tha t emerged in 
respons e to th e invasion , th e occupatio n troop s showed great restraínt , even when 
provoked . Th e troop s went to great length s to show friendshi p towar d th e population , 

2 7 See H e j z l a r 1976,280. 
2 8 See L i t t e l l 1969,50. 
2 9 See E id l i n 1978 and E id l i n 1980. 
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even thoug h thei r offers of friendshi p were almos t universall y s p u r n e d 3 0 . Moreover , 
in th e m o n t h s tha t f ol lowe d Soviet t roop s an d secre t polic e force s t o o k n o par t at all in 
th e suppressio n of protes ts , demons t ra t ions , o r o the r socia l an d politica l manifestati -
on s k n o w n t o be dis turbin g t o th e Soviet leadership . 

Ne i t he r is ther e an y indicat io n whatsoeve r tha t th e Soviets , at an y t im e a t tempted , 
in tende d o r ha d an y interes t in takin g cont ro l of an y of th e machiner y of th e C z e c h o -
slovak C o m m u n i s t Pa r t y o r government , t o exercise an y of thei r functions , o r even t o 
instal l a Czechoslova k p u p p e t leadership . All Soviet effort s were aime d at facilitatin g 
th e emergenc e of a Czechoslova k leadershi p coalitio n tha t w o u l d tak e Soviet concern s 
mor e ser ious ly 3 1 . 

3 0 Fo r an analysis of th e characte r of th e occupatio n see E i d l i n 1980, 51-57 . 
3 1 D u b č e k , Alexander : Proslo v A. Dubček a na zářiovém plén u Ú V KSČ . In : Svědectví 10 

(1970)267-280 . - F o r example , on the nigh t of th e invasion , th e Soviets apparentl y expecte d 
th e entr y of thei r troop s alon e to reinf orce th e politica l influenc e of thei r sympathizer s within 
th e Presidiu m of th e CPC z Centra l Committe e enoug h to enable the m to take contro l of tha t 
bod y (which was in Session at th e time ) by purel y politica l means . N o Soviet militar y of KG B 
forces were sent to th e Presidiu m to provid e backu p for supporter s of th e occupation , and th e 
meetin g went on for almos t thre e hours , finally approvin g th e text of a proclamatio n "to all 
the peopl e of Czechoslovakia " condemnin g th e intervention . 

Neithe r were any politica l directive s given to the leader s of Czechoslovakia . Th e Soviet 
Ambassado r to Czechoslovaki a visited th e Presiden t of th e Republi c shortl y after th e beginn -
ing of th e invasion , and th e Presiden t the n went to th e meetin g of th e CPC z Presidium . But 
th e informatio n he gave abou t his talk with th e Ambassado r does not suggest tha t Mosco w 
had prepare d any immediat e politica l Solutio n for th e Situatio n in th e countr y ( H e j z l a r 
1976, 254; E i d l i n 1978, 253-254) . Th e Presidiu m adjourne d with th e understandi g tha t 
member s would retur n to thei r offices or to th e part y hote l and wait t o be contacte d by a 
representativ e of th e "allied" (i. e. occupation ) forces, so tha t th e Presidiu m coul d reassemble 
and decid e on a furthe r cours e of actio n ( D u b č e k 1970,277 ; S m r k o v s k ý 1975,16; 
G u e y t , Remi : La mutatio n tchěcoslovaque : analysée par un temoi n 1968-1969 . Pari s 1969, 
288). Thus , as Rem i Guey t writes, given th e available evidence : 

Th e onl y possibility left as confoundin g as thi s ma y be, is tha t theSoviet s relied passive-
ly on th e good will of organ s and of peopl e who m the y had don ě nothin g to prepar e or 
organize . I t appear s tha t th e Soviets had no t include d any on e in thei r game in advance , 
with th e exceptio n of Czechoslovak s alread y in Mosco w ( G u e y t 1969, 289). 

A few Czechoslova k leader s sympatheti c to th e Soviet cause (who were quickly labelled as 
"collaborators" ) began early in th e mornin g of August 21st to assist Soviet representative s in 
attempt s to constitut e a new politica l authority . Nevertheless , these "collaborators " did no t 
attemp t to impos e themselve s as th e new ruler s of th e country , threatenin g th e wrath of th e 
occupatio n forces if the y were no t accepted . No r did th e Soviets attemp t to impos e a particu -
lar group of individual s as rulers . Soviet policy consistentl y strove to work within existing 
legitimat e Czechoslova k institutions . 

Th e first attemp t t o constitut e a ne w centr e of politica l authorit y too k place at a meetin g of 
abou t on e thir d of th e membershi p of th e CPC z Centra l Committee , in th e party' s hote l 
Praha , almos t a füll day after the occupatio n had begun . And yet, althoug h th e "collabora -
tor s ", as well as arme d member s of th e occupatio n forces were presen t at thi s meeting , its out -
com e was ambiguous . O n th e on e hand , the resolutio n adopte d at thi s meetin g seems to 
accep t th e fact of th e occupation , which it characterize s as "the harsh realit y in which we have 
foun d ourselves and which canno t be change d at once" . O n th e othe r hand , thi s meetin g did 
no t in any way welcom e th e intervention . Indeed , it expressed füll suppor t for the positio n 
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T o be sure , th e Soviet s sough t persistentl y t o split th e Czechoslova k leadership . I n 
th e m o n t h s followin g th e M o s c o w negotiat ions , variou s measure s were take n t o dis-
cove r an d exploi t division s wi th i n th e Czechoslova k leadership , t o weake n th e poli t i -
cal posit ion s of individual s the y oppose d an d s t rengthe n th e posi t ion s of thos e the y 
t ruste d an d favored . T h e Soviet s also cont inue d t o pres s th e Czechos lova k leadershi p 
for furthe r concession s an d greate r complianc e wi th Soviet desires . Yet all change s 
were b r o u g h t abou t b y political means, an d relevan t decision s an d action s were tak e 
by th e Czechos lova k leadership . 

A fundamenta l premis e of Soviet pol ic y was, therefore , t o achiev e its aim s an d ob -
jectives t h r o u g h legitimat e Czechos lova k authori t ie s an d ins t i tu t ions . Thi s premis e 
impose d impor tan t constraint s o n Soviet pol icy , sinc e if key reformist s ha d resigne d 
in protes t , th e t enuou s politica l f ramewor k achieve d th roug h th e M o s c o w negotiat ion s 
migh t well have collapsed . 

Som e analyst s w h o have studie d th e post- intervent io n Situatio n see D u b č e k an d hi s 
associate s as terr ibl y naive t o have t hough t tha t the y coul d remai n in p o w e r an d 
preserv e even a modifie d version of th e Par ty ' s refor m p rog ram . Mlyná ř wri te s tha t h e 
recognize d hi s o w n hope s an d expectation s t o be il lusor y barel y a m o n t h after th e 
negotiat ion s in M o s c o w 3 2 . Yet m o s t of th e principá l member s of th e refor m leader -
ship , a l thoug h natural l y differin g t o som e exten t in thei r assessmen t of w h a t was 
realizabl e seeme d t o have genuinel y believed in th e possibilit y of thei r success 3 3 . Thes e 

taken by th e CPC z Presidiu m which had characterize d th e interventio n as "contrar y to th e 
fundamenta l principle s of relation s between socialist states and a denia l of th e basic norm s of 
internationa l law". If thi s rum p Centra l Committe e meetin g is considere d as an attemp t at 
establishin g some sort of collaborationis t authority , it shoul d be note d tha t it cam e late , was 
sharpl y divided in its debate s and unsuccessfu l in establishin g such an authorit y ( E i d l i n 
1978,256-257) . 

An explicit attemp t to constitut e a temporar y combine d Part y and Governmen t authorit y 
which too k place in the Soviet Embass y on August 22nd , th e secon d day of th e occupation , 
has been describe d in some detai l by Zdeně k Mlynář , who actuall y participate d in these dis-
cussion ( M l y n á ř 1978, 241-253) . Th e Soviet Ambassado r left th e group of Czechoslova k 
of ficials mostl y comprise d of thosemember s of th e CPC z Presidiu m who had no t been arrest -
ed to work ou t these matter s by themselves . Som e member s of the group were willing to 
accep t position s in th e "revolutionar y 'worker s and peasants ' government " unde r discussion , 
but other s had reservations . In any čase, ther e was agreemen t tha t Dubče k and th e othe r 
member s of th e leadershi p (whose whereabout s and statu s were unclear ) would have to take 
par t in any definitive arrangement s and when Mlyná ř propose d tha t th e discussion s be moved 
to Pragu e Castl e and includ e th e Presiden t of th e Republic , no one , includin g th e Soviet 
Ambassador , was oppose d ( M l y n á ř 1978, 251). 

Presiden t Svoboda rejected th e proposa l tha t had been discussed at th e Soviet Embass y and 
demande d face to face negotiation s with th e to p Soviet leadershi p in Moscow . Th e Soviets 
accepted . In Moscow , Svoboda demande d th e inclusio n of thos e leader s who had beenintern -
ed on the day of th e invasion . 

By thi s point , th e Soviet leadershi p had recognize d tha t an alternativ e Czechoslova k 
leadershi p was no t politicall y possible and , by August 25th at th e latest , had accepte d th e 
necessit y of allowing th e same leadershi p tha t had existed before th e invasion to retur n to 
p o w e r f M l y n á ř 1978,271) . 

3 2 M l y n á ř 1978,314. 
3 3 See,e.g . M l y n á ř 1978,316-321. - S m r k o v s k ý 1975,23-25. - S m r k o v s k ý , Josef:Da s 

Smrkovský Intervie w der italienische n Kommunisten . Osteuropa- Archiv (1972), A91 - A92. 
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optimisti c beliefs figured importantl y in th e resolve of these reformis t leader s to stay in 
power . Give n th e fundamenta l premise s of thei r policy, th e Soviet leadershi p coul d 
no t risk pushin g so far or so fast as to drive th e key reformist s to give up hop e and 
resign. 

Finally , having recognize d th e centralit y of Soviet commitmen t to a political Solu-
tion of thei r problem s with Czechoslovakia , we can immediatle y see practica l con -
straint s on Soviet policy which help explain some of th e incongruitie s sketche d ou t in 
th e first par t of thi s paper . These constraint s have muc h to do with limitation s on 
Information , knowledge , and understanding . Th e ma p of Czechoslova k politic s had 
been shaken up by th e interventio n and its consequences , and had to be recharte d by 
Soviet policy makers . Amon g othe r things , several of th e mos t reliable supporter s of 
Soviet position s in th e Czechoslova k leadershi p had been politicall y lamed throug h 
being labelled as "collaborators" , and virtually all Czechoslova k leader s at all levels 
had condemne d th e interventio n and acted in conjunctio n with th e resistanc e to it. 
Soviet policy maker s there f ore had to scrutiniz e caref ully th e whole ränge of personne l 
at th e higher levels of CPC z leadershi p in orde r to determin e who coul d be relied upo n 
and in orde r to have the m insinuate d int o position s in which the y coul d be of as-
sistance . 

Constraints on the Reformists: The Logic of Reform 

Was it really inevitable tha t the Czechoslova k reformist s would fail? Were th e 
Soviets really determine d to remov e Dubček , Černík , Smrkovský and other s who 
symbolized th e reform movemen t from thei r position s of power and influence ? Di d 
the y really want to place Czechoslovaki a unde r th e narro w group of leader s complete -
ly isolated from th e populatio n which has ruled th e countr y since th e completio n of 
"normalization" , and which has been so strikingly unsuccessfu l in broadenin g its base 
of suppor t and legitimac y ? Di d th e Soviets really inten d for reform in Czechoslovaki a 
to be roUe d back as far as it eventuall y was, leaving th e countr y so severely demoralize d 
and with so man y serious unresolve d problem s ? What if th e whole group of reformist s 
had adopte d a Stanc e similar to tha t adopte d by Gusta v Husák , who too k over th e 
leadershi p of th e CPC z from Dubče k in April 1969, and remaine d at th e heim unti l 
1988? Why could no t all th e reformist s togethe r have adopte d a Stanc e similar to 
Husak's , and togethe r rescued mor e of th e aims and aspiration s of th e "Prague 
Spring"? Why couldn' t th e reformist s have sought first to win th e confidenc e of th e 
Soviet leadership , even if thi s had mean t takin g unpopulä r measure s and alienatin g 
muc h of th e population . Havin g don e this , coul d the y no t have proven thei r reliabilit y 
to th e Soviets and gradually won greater latitud e to carr y ou t a significant par t of thei r 
program , and eventuall y regain thei r popularit y and th e confidenc e and suppor t of th e 
people ? Is thi s not , after all, essentially what Jáno š Kádá r had don e with such great 
success in th e years after th e Soviet invasion of Hungary ? 

Durin g th e first mont h or so after th e signing of th e Mosco w Protocol , Zdeně k Mly-
nář attempte d to strike ou t on a politica l cours e somethin g like this . In fact, some ob-
servers at th e tim e note d a similarit y between th e stance s of Mlyná ř and Husá k and 
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categorize d the m bot h as "realists"3 4. Unlik e Husá k however , Mlyná ř cam e quickly 
to recogniz e a fundamenta l incompatibilit y between th e aim of winnin g Soviet confi -
denc e and th e aim of preservin g th e essential s of th e Party' s reform program 3 5 . Th e 
failure of Husak' s stratégy places in reliéf th e constraint s perceived by Mlyná ř and th e 
othe r reformist s who rejected th e strategie Optio n of striving to satisfy th e Soviets first, 
even at th e expense of alienatin g th e public . For , in th e lon g run , althoug h Husá k 
remaine d in power for a lon g time , he was no t successful eithe r in approachin g 
solution s to th e pressing problem s tha t gave rise to th e 1968 reform movemen t in th e 
first place , or in winnin g populä r suppor t for himsel f or th e "normalized " regime 
which he led. As Dalimi l wrote in 1973, paraphrasin g what Ludvík Vaculík said in 
J un e 1967, "In five years th e occupatio n of Czechoslovaki a has no t solved even a single 
on e of th e problem s tha t had built up before Januar y 1968". Or , as Mlyná ř pu t it in 
1975: "On th e surface it seems thateverythingi s in aecordwit h all tha t is officially 
asserted . However , unde r th e surface ou r society is extraordinarily , gravely ill. Thi s 
illness is chroni c and for all of th e past six years it canno t be talked about ; its cause 
canno t even be named. " Th e cause , continue d Mlynář , is tha t in August 1968 th e 
"natura l efforts of Czechoslova k society to achieve a mor e rationa l Organizatio n of 
thing s . . . " were forcibly suppressed 36. 

But why was ther e such fundamenta l incompatibilit y between winnin g th e confi -
denc e of th e Soviets and preservin g some modifie d varian t of reform ? Wasn' t some 
middle-of-the-roa d Solutio n feasible? And why has it no t been possible to move 
beyon d "normalization " back to th e implementatio n of unnecessar y reform - albeit 
mor e cautiousl y and at a slower páce tha n in 1968? 

The Regime itself as the Principal Impediment to Reform: By th e spring of 1968, 
ther e was broa d consensu s throughou t Czechoslovaki a tha t an y trul y effective reform 
would have to be precede d by fundamenta l change s in th e politica l regime itself. I t 
was widely recognized , as th e Action Progra m states, tha t th e "underlyin g causes" of 
a wide ränge of Czechoslovakia' s problem s were attributabl e to "deformation s of th e 
politica l systém"3 7. As Pavel Kohou t pu t it, almos t a year after th e intervention : "We 
didn' t freely thin k up th e Action Program . I t reflected th e tru e need s of th e Part y and 
of th e whole society. "3 8 Writin g in a similar vein several years later , Alexander Dub -
ček referred to th e "crisis in th e Part y and in society . . . which resulte d as th e conse -
quenc e of a long-ter m crisis beginnin g in th e fifties and reachin g a peak in th e 
sixties"39. 

34 Fo r example this was the consensu s in discussions to which I was a party at Radio Free 
Europe' s Headquarter s in Munic h durin g the mont h of Septembe r 1968. 

35 Mlyná ř 1978,314-318 . 
36 M l y n á ř , Zdeněk/Hájek , Jiří: Hovoř í Z. Mlyná ř aj. Hájek. In : Listy (1975) Nr . 12,13. 
3 7 Akční program komunistick é strany Československa 1968, 8. 
38 K o h o u t , Pavel in: Die Zeit Quly 1969). 
39 D u b č e k , Alexander: Dubče k žaluje. In : Listy (1975) Nr . 4, 9. 
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This was not just idle talk. The five years prior to the replacement of Antonin 
Novotný as CPCz First Secretary in January 1968 and the eight months of the "Prague 
Spring" had taught the Czechs and Slovaks some profound lessons which could not be 
forgotten or rationalized away. During the last five years of the Novotný era, the top 
Party leadership, faced with severe political and economic crisis, had begun to experi-
ment with reform. Even more significantly, throughout Czechoslovak society com-
plaints, criticisms, and ideas for reform were increasingly widely discussed and articu-
lated. However, the implementation of reforms was allowed only to the point that the 
entrenched power holders considered safe. Consequently, in area after area in which 
the need for reform was perceived, the Party leadership stood in the way with petty 
intervention and obstruction. As Karel Reyman wrote in the spring of 1968: 

Social scientists and other intellectuals had had no difficulty in diagnosing the 
root of the problém. That it rested primarily with a political systém designed sole-
ly to transmit Orders from above while allowing for no genuine participation on 
the lower levels, that the most uninspired segment of the vast bureaucracy assured 
continuation of the vicious circle, and that the only way out of the vicious circle 
was a basic change in the political systém - all this had long been known and 
advocated by the reformers40. 

By the time of Novotny's replacement, the regime itself had come to be recognized 
as - indeed to symbolize - the principle obstacle to any real Solutions to the country's 
various pressing problems. As Stanley Riveles shows, in his highly revealing study of 
the dechne and fall of the Novotný regime, "the Strands of Opposition to various 
aspects of the leadership's policy came together in a coalition demanding fundamental 
reform in part because Opposition to one set of specific policies implied Opposition to 
another set"41. 

A major component of the political problém faced by the post-January reform lead-
ership was that to win the support necessary to address the country's problems, it 
would have to prove its commitment to meaningful and consistent reform. It would 
have to prove that it had abandoned definitively the style and methods of rule which 
had brought discredit upon the old leadership. This is why the Czechoslovak reform-
ists could not - before or after the 1968 intervention - do consistently what the 
Soviets required them to do. As Smrkovský put it (referring to discussions held with 
the Soviet leadership in May 1968), "they demanded a hard administrative, I should 
rather say police-like course of action against everyone in our country who stated his 
opinions, if they were not fully in harmony with the documents and policies of the 

40 Reyman , Karel: The Winds of Change in Czechoslovakia. Radio Free Europe Research, 
Czechoslovakia 1968, 19. - E id l in , Fred: January, August, and after: Czechoslovakia's 
Triumph and Tragédy. Radio Free Europe Research, Czechoslovakia 1969, 1-4. 

41 R ive les , Stanley: Party Organization and Political Leadership in Czechoslovakia, 
1960-1968. Ph. D. dissertation, Columbia University, New York 1976, 49. 
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Party" 4 2 . Ha d th e Situatio n escaped th e contro l ofth e Party , its post-Januar y leader -
ship seems to have been capabl e and willing to use such measures . But th e objective 
Situatio n in Czechoslovaki a was very muc h unde r contro l throughou t th e pre-inva -
sion period . Therefore , any resor t to an "administrative-police-lik e cours e of action " 
would have been widely perceived as proo f tha t th e regime had no t really change d its 
characte r and was no t deserving of confidenc e and support . 

The Problem ofthe Invasion,  itself: Before th e invasion , it was possible to be enthu -
siastically committe d to reform and to be, at th e same time , sympatheti c to th e Soviet 
Unio n and its concerns . Thi s was indee d a combinatio n of attitude s which th e 
Czechoslova k leadershi p worked very har d to foster. Before th e interventio n it was 
possible to believe that , all threat s and expression s of concer n notwithstanding , th e 
Soviets did have some understandin g for th e CPC z reform progra m (as th e Soviets, 
themselves , had incessantl y claimed) , and would , in th e final analysis, no t resor t to 
militar y intervention . Th e invasion mad e it muc h mor e difficult for peopl e to believe 
tha t th e Soviets were trul y sincer e in thei r expression s of sympath y with th e funda -
menta l principle s of th e CPC z reform program . This , in turn , mad e it far mor e diffi-
cult for th e Czechoslova k leadershi p to maintai n confidenc e amon g th e populatio n 
tha t reform would continue . And th e nee d to maintai n such confidenc e placed even 
greate r constraint s on th e kind s of actio n th e leadershi p could take , just at th e tim e 
when it was being require d to take action s tha t would be likely to undermin e confi -
denc e even further . 

Secondly , before th e intervention , th e remarkabl e unit y of th e people s of Czecho -
slovakia coul d be seen as a positive phenomenon , even from th e Soviet poin t of view. 
After all, nevěr before had an East Europea n Communis t Part y enjoyed such broad 
and enthusiasti c support . Th e invasion reinforce d th e unit y of th e peopl e and furthe r 
strengthene d populä r suppor t for th e Communis t Part y and its leadership . However , 
it also gave thi s nationa l unit y an anti-Sovie t character . Thi s anti-Sovie t nationa l unit y 
was, of course , intolerabl e from th e Soviet poin t of view. I t was a unit y which would 
have to be broken , regardless of its value -  indee d indispensabilit y -  for th e buildin g 
of a viable regime in Czechoslovakia . Th e Czechoslova k reformist s were thu s placed 
in th e impossible Situatio n of winnin g Soviet confidenc e while, at th e same time , seek-
ing to maintai n a Czechoslova k unit y that , althoug h necessar y for thei r success, had 
unfortunatel y becom e anti-Soviet . 

Conclusion 

Th e dilemma s of Czechoslovaki a in 1968 and 1969 have an interes t and relevanc e 
tha t go far beyon d thatparticula r čase history . Th e problem s th e Czechoslova k reform -
ists attempte d to resolve in 1968 and 1969 are problem s shared by all th e regimes in 
the Soviet bloc . And the fears which events in Czechoslovaki a evoked in 1968 and 

4 2 Smrkovsk ý 1975,8. 
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1969 among the power holders of these states are indicative of what Stands in the way 
of viable Solutions to these problems. As J. F. Brown writes: 

Both the logic and the dynamics of the East-European Situation constantly 
demand that certain basic problems be solved - the Prague Spring was a serious 
ánd humane attempt to do just that - and the more the Soviets try, through re-
pression, diversion, or evasion, to dodge these problems, the more acute they will 
become, and the more relevant the Prague Spring will be . . . It never really lost its 
relevance for Eastern Europe and this is now being recognized more than ever 
before43. 

B rown , James F.: Eastern Europe since the Tnvasion of Czechoslovakia. Radio Free 
Europe Research. RAD Background Report (1978). 


